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    There are not many artists who take a career trajectory as 
strange and unexpected as Mike Cooper – I can think of 
Scott Walker going from pop crooner to forbiddingly brutalist 
explorer of the human condition, or Cornelius Cardew from 
rigorous serialism to sing-a-long Mao-ist pop tunes. But 
Cooper's journey from feted folk/blues guitarist, contemporary
of Bert Jansch and Davey Graham to globe-trotting 
improviser versed in world music and the furthest extremes of
experimental music is perhaps the most unique and 
interesting. It's interesting to me because unlike the other 
artists I mentioned he hasn't done a complete volte-face, but 
rather a slower expansion of his palette – his instrument of 
choice is still the resonator guitar, and his playing still retains 
the techniques recognisable from his earliest recordings.
      My own experience of Cooper's music was the mirror 
image of his development – the first record I owned by him 
was “'Ave They Started Yet” - an improvised record made 
with the dancer and vocalist Joanna Pyne, from 1980. From 
this (which now seems to me his most uncompromising 
release) I worked outwards, both backwards and forwards in 
time, and catching live performances whenever I could.
    The two pieces on this CD are quite different- the first, the 
title track, is a home studio recording and an experiment in 



long form improvisation. Mike says “my inspiration for these 
pieces is Henry Kaiser --who sent me a gorgeous box set of 
long form pieces recently, and The Necks - I have worked 
and recorded with Chris Abrahams over the past ten years 
--although not in the UK at all ( I am aiming to address that 
for next year)”
   The piece consists of a building layers of loops – over 
which a Hawaiian style slide guitar emerges and playfully 
works around the ebb and flow of the circular sounds. It puts 
me in mind of a Polynesian take on the experiments of  Henry
Flynt, and it's as hypnotic as it is beautiful.
    The second piece is a live recording of a solo afternoon 
performance at the Hundred Years Gallery in East London (a 
fairly recent, and already much loved and very enthusiastic 
addition to the capital's venues for experimental music). I 
came to this show with my young daughter and found this 
one of the most sustained and fascinating explorations of 
“extended” technique I've ever heard. It's also one in which all
his roots are also clearly exposed. Using a more minimal set 
up than I've seen before, he uses the National steel resonator
guitar- but over the course of the piece moves from playing it 
with a hand-held fan, through some delightful sliding finger-
picking, to the use of a bow – and at times he suddenly 



bursts into song. It was a select audience, but those there 
couldn't fail to have been impressed by the linear line of 
thought that worked it's way through the piece.
    A small apology for the sound quality – it is a live 
recording, so there is the odd footfall, shuffle and... near the 
beginning, the sounds of my daughter eating a packet of 
crisps, but like the best and most engrossing free 
improvisation performances, the music seems to create it's 
own bubble of silence around it.
    I'd like to thank Mike for letting me release these pieces, 
which, I think, provide a valuable snapshot of just where Mike
Cooper is at the moment. Where he'll be next month is 
anybody's guess.

-Richard Sanderson October 2015





All music composed and recorded by Mike Cooper

“The Pain Was Bad, But The Tuna Good” was 
recorded at Hundred Years Gallery, London, on the 
16th November 2014

Cover image from a photograph by May Sanderson, 
taken at the Hundred Years Gallery performance.

Cover and booklet design by Richard Sanderson.
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